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Jonathan G. Katz, Secretary 
Securities and Exchange Commission 
450 Fifth Street N.W. 
Washington, DC 20549-0609 

Re: File No. No. S7-19-03 

Dear Mr. Katz: 

I am writing in regard to the agenda of the roundtable on March 10, 2004 that will discuss the rules proposed 
by the Commission on Oct. 14, 2003, relating to security holder director nominations. 

In its solicitation for comments on its proposed rule on security holder director nominations, it has received 
over 12,000 comments. From my perspective, the two key decisions to be made by the Commission are: 

1. whether shareholder "democracy" should be the based on the positive majority power 
ofappointment (e.g.,-open shareholder access to-the proxy machinery), or the negative 
majon'typo-cver of disntissal (e.g., triggering event via 'just vote no" that signifies a 
breakdown of the proxy process); 

2. whether outside directors should be regarded as delegates for the sponsoring shareholders, or 
trustees for the shareholders-at-large. Note that under Madisonian democracy, the Founding 
Fathers saw elected officials as Burkean representatives or trustees for the public-at-large. 

If I understand Delaware Supreme Court Chief Justice E. Norman Veasey's notion of an evolving expectation 
correctly, a breakdown of the proxy process as defined by the SEC would signify a breach of the fiduciary 
duty of good faith, which shareholders could then imniediately remedy through judicial review. 1have 
expressed my other views on this matter in my comment letter dated June 12,2003 (Re: File No. S7-10-03) 
and I will spare you a regurgitation here. 

For the Commissions rule making process to be perceived as responsive, fair and thoughtful, I would suggest 
the problem solving approach of the U.S. Army staff study (see attached 1). Instead of problem solving, 
what we typically see is "solutioneering," which is the championing of a proposed solution. The key point 
here is that in problem solving, one should always start with the problem (from attachment 2 ) :  

In politics solutions, rea1.01; attempted, are normally called policies. Every reputable political 
or social policy is a proposed solution to a problem; and we always need to be clear about the 
problem before we can propose the solution. We must be able to ask of a policy: 'To what 
problem is this the solution?' If there is no problem to which a given policy is a solution 
then the policy is superfluous.. . . It is essential to start from problems, and to arrive at the 
formulation of each policy only as a solution to a problem. 

The roundtable could help to clearly formulate the problem(s) to be solved, and flesh out the unintended 
consequences of the different policy proposals. As the LMDC's design competition for the WTC site plan 
showed, the openness, transparency and inclusiveness of the problem solving approach should enable the 
Commission to sidestep any firestorm that might result from its final rule making. 

Michael Asato 

Enclosures 



Appendix D 

STAFF STUDIES AND DECISION PAPERS 

This appendix gibes steps and infonnation on prepar- 
iiig staff studies and decision papers. Fornuts for both 
are also provided. 

STAFF STUDIES 

To solie a problem. a staff officer must research the 
problem to identify issues, develop and evaluate altema- 
t i ~ e s ,and recommend effective action based on relevant 
facts. The staff study is one means to present his find- 
ings. Because a staff study generally confoims to the 
problem-sol~ing model. it is both a forn~al militai-?- 
problem-solving pmcrss: and 3 fiirmat. The staN sttidy is 

.thc written i ) r m  of a decision briefing. 

Preparing the Staff Stud1 

Procedures for preparing a staff study include the fol- 
[OM rng seven steps: 

I .  Identify and state the problem. This step 
is crucial as the actual problem may not at first be obvi- 
ous. Therefore. before undertaking the study. the staff 
officer must detennine exactl? uhat the problem is and 
precisely and clearly define the problem's scope and 
I~mitations. E e  then ~5i-itcs the problem statement as a n  
infinitiw phrase and submits it for approval to ~ i le  
authority directing the study. The directing authority 
also appro) es any later changes in the staff study's scope 
or direction. 

2. List facts and assumptions. Ar'ter couipl~t-  
in8 the problem statement. the staff officer lists all fact. 
bearing on the problem. If crucial facts are not available. 
the staff officer uses valid assumptions to replace facrs 
and describe conditions he must fulfill before accepting 
the conclusiuns without reservation. The staff officer 
states the assumption in the future or conditional tense 
(for example, will or might he this or that). Assumptions 
are grounded ir, factual infomaation. They ase stateine~ts 
that may or may not be true; however, available data in- 
dicate that they are true or will be true at some time in the 
fi~turc..4 \,slid assumption would be a fact if current data 
could prove it. 

3. Develop possible solutions. After listing all 
Lnoun facts anA valid asmnptions, the staff o f f i~cr  
poses possible solutions. He 1ndy uant to brainstorm 

possible solutions before doing intensive research. An 
.'obviously best" solution is rare. After extensive cwlua- 
tion. the staff officer selects the best abailable solution, 
screenmg out infeiasible or unacceptable alternatives. He 
analyxs the remaining alternatives against previously 
deteiminrd evaluation criteria using an "advantages and 
disndvantagcs.' fornut. 

4. Research and collect data. After 
developing possible solutions. he begins to collect addi- 
tional corroborating facts. Primarq sources of informa- 
tion are official documens, technical reports. manuals, 
previous staff studies, and resousccs available from li- 
braries. Thc starc ofiicer may also iind infonnation in  
sources such a5 technical libraries. bibliographies and 
abstracts. and the Defense Document Center. If time 
pcnnits, ar.d if it scc~ns  appropriate, the staff officer c m  
supplement official data with original data from persons 
intimately connected \+'it11the problem, including expc- 
!-;enred local cdlcngucz. subject-matter esprr-ts. and op-
erational personnel who have first-hand knowledge of 
the problem. Methods to consider for collecting original 
data might include inter~iews (either by telephone or 
personal visits). letter requests for specific infonnation. 
or questionnaires administered to operational personne!. 

5. Interpret data. As data collection pm-
gresses, the staff officer begins to pare his list ofpossible . 

solutions. He should reject a11 unsuit~ble alternatives. 
He may also identify areas of potential disagreement. 
Dealing with this now helps eliminate or reduce possible 
nonconcurrerices. During the research. the staff officer 
should ask. "Is this solution feasible' acceptable? suit- 
abie'!" Feasible solutions are those that can be imple- 
mented nit11 available resources. Acceptable solutions 
are those worth the cost or risk involved in their imple- 
n~entatiun. Suitable sc~lutions are those that actually 
solve the problem. Loolting at feasibility, acceptability, 
and suitability will help direct further research by elimi- 
niting unsatisfactory solutions, identifying sdution.;, 
and checking them for nonconcurrences. It will also call 
attention to the facts and evaluation criteria needed for 
evaluating alternative solutions. 

6. Evaluate alternative solutions. To do the 
staff' study properly, the staff officcr must consider all 
reasonable alternatives (courses of actiiln) as 
solutions. Thr. staff officer relates the evaluation criteria 



t o  the known facts and valid assumptions. These criteria 
s e n e  as the yardstick against u.hich he measures all ai- 
tematiues. Next. the stafrofficer con~pares and contrasts 
the alternatives. It' he uses quar;tiratiw techniques, such 
as a decision matrix, he should use them as back-up data, 
place them in an annex, and refer to them in paragraph 5 
i ~ f  rhc sti~ffstucf~, Thc bcst sulutiori uili  be the. nos t  k a -  
sible. suitable. and acceptable solution fulfilling evnlua- 
tion criteria. 

7. Prepare the staff study. The staff study 
con~ist> of a summary shzel (body) and dnnexes. 11long 
~ i t h  the 10 basic paragraphs. the summary sheet may 
include - 

.4 list of annexes. 

Concurrences. 

Considerations of non&xmmence~. 

A list of annexes added ro summarire lengthy non- 
concumnces and their comiderations. 

Action by the approving authorit) 

An ~tnpletnenting document. 

Annexes contain details and silpponing information. 
The staff officer uses them to keep the sununary sheet 
concise so that readers can itse it as a ready reference. 
Annex A contains implementing memorandums, direc- 
tiles, or letters submitted for signature or apprwai. 
Other annexes contain detailed data, lengthy discus- 
sions. execution documents. dnd hibliopaphics. Thc 
staff officer uses appendixes and tabs with capital let- 
tsrs. For example, page A-111-C-5 represents Annex A, 
Appendix 111, Tab C. Page 5.  

\UTE: See also Appendix H 

Coordinating the Staff Study 

Conducting staff studies normally involves cobrdina- 
tion with other staff officers to obtain concurrences or 
nonconcurrences on desired recolntnendations and other 
::spccts of the dudy. The staff officer should anticipate 

nonconcurrence~. He shouid urlte considerations o f  
noncnircurrence, assess them objectively and accu- 
rately, and make them into enclosure> (annexes) to the 
stdrl stud) 

NOTE: See Figure D-1 for an example of an annotated 
format for a staff studv. Usc inemorandurn fonna~ in ac- 
cordance with AR 75-50. 

Common Problems of Staff Studies 

The following is a list of the most common proh- 
lerns found in staff studies. Staff officers should re- 
view this list before beginning a 5138 study. blrhile 
completing the staff study, the officer evaluates it us- 
ing these questions: 

1s the topic too broad'? 

Is the problem properly defined? 

$re there any unnecessar) facts or assumptions'? 

Are there any facts that appear for the h i t  time in 
the discussion? 

Are there a litnitcd number of options or ccurscs 01' 
action? 

Are evaluation criteria invalid or too limited'? 

Is the dmussion roo long? 

Is the discusjion incomplete: lllilst the reader lad 
at annexes'? 

Does the conclusion include a discussion? 

Is the logic incorrect or incomplete: does the con- 
< ~ u c ; u I ~  f0110\h hill ~11a1)'~15'? 

Can h e  solut~on be in~plemented v ithin resource 
or time constraints ' 

Do the conclusions and recommendations answer 
the probleni? 

Hake nev, criteria heen intmduccd" 



Office Symbol (Marks Number) Date 

MEMORANDUM FOR 

SUBJECT: Briefly describe the study's contents, Be specific. Do not just say Staff Study 

I. Problem. Write a concise statement of the problem, stated as a task, in the infinitive or question form; for 
example, To delermine ..., or How to .... Normally include the who, what, when, and where if pertinent. 

2. Recommendation. Recommenda specific course of aclion (who, what, when, and where). The recom- 
mendation must solve the problem. If necessary ordirected, place an implementing document at Annex A 

3. Background. Provide a lead-in to the study, briefly stating why the problem exists. 

4. Facts. State facts that influence the problem or its solution. Make sure the facts are stated and attrib- 
ated correctly. The data must stand alone; either it is a clear fact or is attributed to a source that asserts it 
true. There is no limit to the number of facts. Provide all the facts relevant to the problem (not just the facts 
used to support the study). State any guidance given by the authority directing the study. Refer to annexes 
as necessary for amplification, references, mathematical formulas, or tabular data. 

5. Assumptions, Identify any assumptions necessary for a logical discussion of the problem. If deleting 
the assumption has no effect on the problem, you do not need the assumption. 

6. Courses of Action. List all possible suitable, feasible. acceptable, distinguishable, and complete 
courses of actions. If a course of action (COA) is not self-explanatory, include a brief explanation of what the 
COA consists of to ensure the reader understands. If the COA is complex, refer to an annex for a cornplete 
description (including pertinent COA facts). 

a. COA 1. List specifically by name, for example, Route A. 

b. COA 2. Same as above, 

c. COA 3. Same as above 

7. Criteria. List the criteria used to judge COAs. Criteria serve as yardsticks or benchmarks against which 
to measure each COA. Define criteria to ensure the reader understands them. Be specific. For example, if 
using cost as a criterion, talk about that measurement in dollars. Use criteria that relate to the facts and as- 
sumptions. There should be a fact or an assumption listed in paragraph 4 or 5, respectively, that supports 
each of the criteria. The sum of the facts and assumptions should at a minimum be greater than the number 
of criteria. Consider criteria in three related but distinct areas, as indicted below. 

- a. Screening Criteria. Define screening criteria that a COA must meet to be suitable, feasible: ac- 
ceptable, distinguishable, and complete. Accept orreject a COA based solely on these criter~a. Define each 
criterion and state the required standard in absolute terms. For example, using cost as a screening criterion, 
define cost as "dollars" and specify the maximum (or minimum) cost you can pay. In subsequent subpara- 
graphs, describe failed COAs and state why they failed. 

b. Evaluation Criteria. This is criteria used to measure, evaluate, and rank-order each COA during 
analysis and comparison paragraphs. Use issues thal will determine the quality of each COA and define 
how to measure each COA against each criterion and specify the preferred state for each. For example, de- 
fine cost as total cost including research, development, production, and dstribution in dollars-less is better; 
or cost is manufacturer's suggested retail price-less is better. Establish a dividing line that separates ad- 
vantages and disadvantages for a criterion. An evaluation criterion must rank-order COAs to be valid. 

Some criteria may be both screening and evaluation criteria, such as, cost. You may use one defini- 
tion of cost; however, the required or benchmark value cannot be the same for both screening and 

Figure D-I. Format for a staff study 



evaluat~on cr~ter~a. If the valcle is the same. the criteria will not d~stinguish between advantages and dis- 
advantages for remaining COAs 

(1) Define Evaluation Criteria Each evzluation c r i te r~o~ is defined by five dements written in 

paragraph or narrative form 

A short title. ("Cost," for example.) 

* Definition. (The amount of money to buy . . .) 

Unit of measure. (For example, US dollars, miles, acres.) 

Dividing line or benchmark. (The point at which a criterion becomes an advantage. Ideal!y the  
benchmark should result in gaining a tangible benefit. Be able to justify how you came up with the 
value-through reasoning, historical data, current allocation, averaging.) 

Formula. (Stated in two difference ways. That "more or less is better" ($400 is an advantage, 
>$400 is a disadvantage, less is bette;) or subjectively in terms such as "a night movement is better than a 
daylight movement.") . . 

(2) Evaluation Criterion #2. Again define and write the criterion in one coherent paragraph 
To curtail length, do not use multiple subparagraphs. 

(3) Evaluation Criterion #3, and so a?. 

c. Weighting of Criteria. Establish the relative importance of one criterion over the others. Explain 
how each criterion compares to each of the other criteria (equal, favcred; slightly favored), or provide the val- 
ues from the decision matrix and explain why you measured the criterion as such. 

NOTE: Screening criteria are not weighted. They are required, absolute standards that each C 0 4  must 
meet or the COA is rejected. 

8. Analysis. For each COA, list the advantages and disadvantages that result from testing 
the COAs against the stated evaluation criteria. lnclude the payoff value for each COA as tested. Do not 
compare one COA with the others (that is the next step). Do not introduce new criterion. If there are six crite- 
ria, there must be six advantages or disadvantages (as appropriate) for each COA. i f  there are many "neu- 
tral" payoffs, examine the criteria to ensure they are specific and examine the application cf the criteria to 
ensure it is logical and objective. Neutral should rarely be used. 

a. The first subparagraph of the analysis should state the results of applying the screening criterion if 
not already listed in paragraph 7a(2). List screened COAs as part of paragraph 7a for clarity and unity. 

b. COA 1. (List the COA by name.) 

(1) Advantage(s). List the advantages in narrative form in a single clear, concise paragraph 
Explain why i t  iS an advantage and provide the payoff value for the COA measured against the criteria. Do 
not use bullets; remember, the paper must sland alone. 

(2) Disadvantage(s). List the disadvantages for each COA and explain why they are disadvan- 
tages. Include the payoff values or how the COA measured out. 

c. COA 2 

(1) Advantage. If there is only one advantage or disadvantage, list it as shown here 

(2) Disadvantage. If there is no advantage or disadvantage, state "none.' 

Figure D-1. Format for a staff study (continued) 



9. Comparison of the COAs 

a. After testing each COA against the stated criteria, compare the COAs to each other. Determine 
which COA best satisfies the criteria. Develop for the reader, in a logical, orderly manner, the rationale you 
useto reach the conclusion in paragraph 10 below. For example, Cost: COA I cost less than COA 2, which 
is equal to the cost of COA 4. COA 3 has the greatest cost. 

b. You can use quantitative techniques (such as decision matrixes. select weights, and sensitivity 
analyses) to support your comparisons. Summarize the results of these quantitative techniques clearly so 
that the reader does not have to refer to an annex. Do not explain the quantitative technique, simply state 
what the resultsare. Remember, quantitative techniques are only tools to support the analysis and compari-
son. They are not the analysis and comparison. 

10. Conclusion. Address the conclusion drawn from analyzing and comparing all the relevant factors (for 
example, COA 2 is the best COA because . . .). The conclusion must answer the problem statement. If it 
does not, then either the conclusion or the problem statement is incorrect. 

Encl 

1. Implementing document (TAB A) 

2. 

3. (Signature Block) 

NOTE: Address supporting enclosures in the body of the study. The enclosures you produce (implementing 
document, decision matrixes, and so on) must comply with common format requirements (AR 25-50), 

ConcurrenceslNonconcurrences: (List directorates/agencies/persons with whom you must coordinate.) 

SectionlAgency ConcurlNonconcur Date 

NOTE: Each officer must init~ai nlsiher concurrence or nonconcurrence, followed by his rank, name, pos~tior; 
andlor title, telephone number, and E-mail address, and briefly state the reason for his nonconcurrence. 
This statement normally is on a separate page that will become an annex to the study. 

Consideration of Nonconcurrence: The author of the study states the results of the consideration of any 
nonconcurrences. He either briefly states the results or attaches them as another annex, If consideration 
shows he cannot support the concurrence he must state the reasons. The author signs or initials the consid- 
eration of nonconcurrence(s), 

Figure D-I. Format for a staff study (continued) 
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What Use is Popper to  a Politician? 

B R Y A N  M A G E E  

Some years acquire symbolic status, and one such year is 1968. All 
o\,er Europe and the United States university students exploded 
into violent rebellion. Insofar as this would-be revolution had an 
ideology it was unquestionably Marx-inspired, even if the 
Marxism \vas not always orthodox. I t  so happens that in the years 
1970-1071 ' 1 was teaching philosophy at Balliol College, Oxford. 
And because of Qxford LJniversity's system, almost unique, of 
individual tuition f r~ r  undergraduates, this meant I found myself in 
;I continuing one-to-one relationship with bright students who 
were in the throes of re~wlutionnry fervour. 

Arguing with tlwm was enormously illuminiating for me. I t  
seemed as if the more intelligent thev were the more passionately 
Marxist they were-but also the more affected they were by intel- 
lectually serious criticisms of Marxism, which usually they were 
hearing for the first time. I t  was when they found themselves 
unable to meet these that they revealed where their fundamental 
motivation. lay. This  was not usually a positive one of belief in 
Marx~s t  ideas. Still less was it commitment to communist forms of 
society, which usually they had been defending w i t h ~ ~ ~ w i n g  .. -__ . _ . . _ ._ .._. 
anvthing akomtt- the reality of them. \ T h e  motivation was usuaNy .. . . ., .- --..... 
negative: it was inability or refusal to come to terms with their own 
society as they saw it. Psychologically, this was nearly always at 
the root of their attitude. 

Basically the chain of cause and effect between their ideas 
seemed to go something like this. They  longed to live in a perfect 
society. But only too obviously the society in which they found 
themselves c ~ ~ ~ t a i n e d  serious evils. S o  this form of society had to 
be sejected.l A p a ; t i ~ ~ l & l yinteresting point here is the fact tha;; 
because what they demanded was perfection, they thought that if 
anj~thingwas seriously wrong then the whole must be rejected. If, 
say, newspapers reported cases of old and poor people dying of 
hypothermia in winter because they had no heating in their homes 
the students would say savagely 'There's something sick about a 
society that lets old people freeze to death in the winter'. If there 
were reports of students unable to take up  university places 
because of an inability to get grants they would say 'There's some- 
thing fundamentally rotten about a society that refuses to  educate 
people (1n1es.s they've got money.' It was virtually 'a formulaic 
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'Bryan Magee What Use is Popper to a Politician? 

response, of the fixed form: 'There's something fundamentally is_desi . rd ,y e .  anathema to Popper, and rightlv... . ..so: 1 All modern 
rotten about any society in which x happens'. with x standirlfi for . . .< 

anv serious social evil. If anything at all was seriouslv wrong, the 
\\hole of societ was sick: unless everything's perfect everything's 
rotten.1 G&&?attitude could rest only on Utopian assumptions. 
And it qulte naturally made those who held it recept~ve to a holis- 

forms of socicty are in a state of perpetual change, and as time goes 
by the pace of this change gets faster, not slower. If we were to set 
our-selves the task of actualizing the most ideal blueprint, and then 
succeeded in actualizing it, even then change would not just sud- 
denly stop. Marx and Engels thought it would-thought that with 

tic 
k n e w . 6  also, led most of them to suppose, erroneously, that there 
m u s t  be something somewhere that was infinitely better: since, 
plainly, things were not perfect here, they must be perfect some- 
where clse-or, at  least, people somewhere else must be trying. 
Criticisms of communist reality were nearly always met by the 
counter-accusation that things were just as bad here, if not worse, 
and at least the Communists were striving to realize a moral ideal, 
nhlch uur cynical-and-self-interested politicians ye r e  not. 

These attitudes display several errors of a fundamental c h a ~  acter-
to which intelligent people in general are prone when thcy think 
about politics. Instead of starting from what actually exlsts, and 
t r y j n ~ t othlnk how to improve ~ t ,  Ithry start from an' ideal of the 
perfect soc~ety, a sort of blueprint In the m ~ n d ,  and then start 
thinking of how to change society to fit the blueprint. If they can- 
not see any pract~cable way of getting from real~ty to the blueprint 
they may be tempted then to t h ~ n k  In terms of sweeping real~tv 
away, In order to start from scratch, In order to realize the blue- 

y r i n t  
Karl Popper's ideas are a marvellous antidott. t o  such ~ l l u s ~ o n s .  . . 

First of all he is insistent on its being an inescapahle fact that 
wherever you want to go you have to start from where you are. 
f.;ven the most cataclysmic revolution is an attempt to achieve cer- 
tain ends, a way of trying to change society as it actually is into a 
different form of society that is preferred. And as the history of 
rwolutions illustrates, existing society never is swept completely 
away: huge and important features of it always persist into the suc- 
c-essor society, usually to the bafflement and chagrin of the revolu- 
tionaries. As a way of achieving desired social change revolution is 
exceedirlgly cost-heffective as well as &effectual. First and fore- 
most, large numbers of people get killed;*or are made to suffer 
appallingly in other ways. Second, desirable as well as undesirable 
social fabric is destroyed. Thi rd ,  unrestrained violence on a large 
scale is uncontrollable when accon~panied by a breakdown in the 
social order. Fourth, because it is uncontrollable the kind of soci- 
ety that emerges from it is nearly always one which the revolution- 
aries themselves say is q t~ i t e  different from what they wanted. 

All forms of political thinking that start from blueprints of what 

s ~ ~ a l _ c ~ ~ ~ ~ q u ~ _ ~ f - t h ~ ~ o f l . y ~ ~ s ~ ~ j e _ t y 
as we~ . a s~sys t ema t i c  they the realization of their perfect society history would come to an 
end. But nobod-y now believes this. Change will go on. S o  from the 
very moment we actualize our  blueprint reality will start  moving 
away from it and turning into something else. So the real political 
task is not to actualize an ideal state of affairs that can then be pre- 
served for ever. This  is the task to which the greatest political 
thinkers of the past, such as Plato and hlarx, addressed them- 
selves, but  in reality it. is not eIren an option. T h e  real political task / \

!sis to managc change. 
As part of the  process of  perpetual change, peoples' aspirations 

a n d  priorities pcrpetunlly changc,. So again, there too, even if  we 
were able to start out  with an ideal blueprint, and to succeed in our  
approach to i t ,  as  we worked towards it peoples' wishes would 
start moving away from it, so that even before we achieved it 
scarcely anybody would wholeheartedly want it. Something close 
to this has only too obviously happened in the late twentieth cen- 
tury with the ideal of socialism under its classic definition of pub-  
lic ownership and centralized planning of the means of production, 
distril-tution and exchange-an ideal which earlier in the century 
poworfully motivated millions of intelligent and well-meaning 
people, yet to which now scarcely anyone subscribes. 

There is a nccd for perpetual revision of aspirations and goals, 
and this is inimical to the whole idea of a blueprint. Blueprints are 
fixcd, static: if they changed unceasingly they would not be blue- 
prints. They  are therefore at  best a source of never-ending proh- 
lems, given the rq l i ty  of permanent social change, and . . . ~only too 
often they .. .. tragedy.-i~ecausethey are fixed, peoples' ?.. .are a source of . . . . .  

attitudes towards them become fixed: they become objects of 
quasi-religious commitment and belief. And because they are seen 
as ideally d'esirable, political opponents who actively try to prevent 
them from being realized come to be looked on as wicked people 
who must be stopped, perhaps even removed from the scene alto- 
gether; and their e l i m i n a t j ~ ~ _ j s  fully ,~ustjf~?$,, s e ~ n a s _ _  indeeti 
demanded, morally.lBlueprints thus lead to  rigidity, fanaticism, 
and through them to anti-rationality in many korms. T h e  man 
with a blueprint usually knows he is right; and because of his utter 
certitude he  feels justified in eliminating opposition b?.,whatever 
means may be found necessary. 

I 





one who was a professional politician for nearly 10 years I can 
assure vou that the thought processes involved do  not come easily 
to many politicians; indeed, some have serious difficulty in under- 
standing them even when they are explained. If Popper's pt-inci- 
ples seem obvious to a philosophy-oriented audience it is because 
they are so rational, so congruent with situational logic. Tha t  is a 
~~ower fu lrecommendation for them, but alas, it has not yet 
brought about their general accentance or  even comnrehension.., 
T h e  ;ask of actively promoting them still requires adheients. -- - ..----.- - .--.------

Other critics may object that the whole approach is too cautious . . 
and therefore too s-low: We haven't got ti@e for. all that-talk, they 
_t..y say; ~t.'.s a.~l-u>~~ry-.we.can-'t ;Ifford.) T o  this I believe the hest 
reply is that of all possible political tnethods this is the one most 
likely to rnaximize the extent to which change remains under ratio- 
nal control. Attempts to short-circuit processes of criticism are 
alrnost Imund to lead more error, and therefore m-ort cost, ;tnd also 
more in the way of unintended consequences. 'l'here may indeed 
be more change, but disconcertingly much of it, too much, will not 
he in the requ~red direction. This  turned out to be one of the sys- 
tematic shortcomings of centralized planning, and led in practice 
to its becoming alrnost invariably associated with systematized 
lying. Of course one cannot go on talking for ever. Decisions have 
to be made. But a debate that is genuine discussion and not just 
waffle or delaying tactics, although it may take time now, will save 
more than time later on. -.~ .. .. . - . 

'The approach advocated by Popper is a broad recipe for effec- 
tive and successful problem-solving. As such it has a general appli- 
cation to most practical affairs, not only to politics but to adrninis- 
tration in any form, and also to business. People familiar with his 
philosophy of science and his more general theory of knowledge 
will have noted already that it instantiates his formula for prob- 
lem-solving in those fields: 

where PI  is the initial problem, T S  the trial solution proposed to 
this problem, I3E the process of error elimination applied to the 
trial solution, and PI the new situation thus arrived at, with its new 
and snrnetimcs unexpected problems. In fact the relationship 
between Popper's methodology of politics and h ~ s  theory of 
knowledge IS so close that it is worth our  going on now to look at 
some spec~ftc features that they have In common -

Ftrst, popper regards himself tn both fields as a d d r e s s ~ n ~  not a 
static or stable state of affairs but a process of change, and tie sees 
the main challenge as being how to manage change, in one case the 

What Use is Popper to a Politician? 

growth of knowledge, in the other ongotng soctal development In 
both cases he sees the demands t h ~ s  makes on us as conststtng 
,il>ove all else of probIem~soJv~ng./ I n  both cases, therefore,-he 
t h ~ n k s\we should start from the careful analysis a?d understanding 
of problems, arid not leap s t ra~ght  away to what is In fact the sec- 
ondstagr ,  the proposal of trial solut~ons. .\ -

In polittcs solutions, real or  attempted, are norrnally called poll- 
cres.'E~ el, reputable pol~ttcal or soctal po l~cy  1s a proposed solu- 
tron to a problem; and we always need to he clear about the proh- 
lem before we La! prop_ose thr  solut~on.  We must alw_a)s be able to 
ack of a pol~cy r;?'o what problem IS this the solut ion? ' I~f  there 1s 
no problem to ~ j h i c h  a gi\,en 1s a sol~ttlon then the poltcy IS  

superfluous, and therefore harmful, if only because tt consumes 
resources to no purpose. Pollcics whrch are not solutions to an j  
~ d e n t ~ f ~ a b l rproblem are part of the common currency of so-called 

C p ~ a c t ~ ( ~ i i l  C o m r n ~ t t t u  artx c s p r c ~ . ~ l l \ ~  :~ftil~rs? good at ptoducing 
thcm 1 h,l\(. stopped many a ~ornmi t teemeetrng dead rn ~ t s  tracks 
by a sk~ng  the question: 'To  what problem is t h ~ s  the solution?' 
T h e  whole notion that you can start w ~ t h  policies is deeply erro- 
neous, and verv damaging In practlce One  of the torms it takes IS 

startrng from a blueprmt, because of course a blueprtnt IS a pro- 
pccdso!ut~on;  but ~t takes many other and more mundane forms. 
It IS essential to start from ptoDlcms, and to arrive at the formula- 
tton of each poltcy only as a solut~on to a problem. 1-

According to Popper, in both polittcs and the growth of knoG1- 
edge, ~ t i & & s  the most effect~ve agent of desttable change, and 
must therefore be not only free but welcomed, and acted upon. \Ye 
can ne\.er be in a position to know that we ha\.e got things right; 
our  formulat~nns and pol~cies are always open to improvement; 
therefore any notions of certatntv or  unquestionable authority are 
not onl) out of place but damagrng. T h e  best u e  can do, like the 
hcst of our  Itno~vledge, 1s thr  best only for the tlme being, and In 
the prevatltng ctrcunlstances. I t  IS always, in principle, Improv-
able, and therefore should always besubject tp crjt~calts_cusslon. -

In prnctlce t h ~ s  attttude ought to breed a respect for polttical 
opponents, and a ~v~ll lngness  to learn from them. In all the democ- 
ractec I know, poltt~cians lag behmd the p u b l t ~  on thts mattel.  
They ~vould be more, not less, popular with thelr electorates ~f 
thev  were more w~ll lng than they are to admtt error, and they 
\ \ o~ l ld  also be more, not Irss, popular ~f they were more \\llllng 
th.~n they ,Ire to nd tn~t  that thrrr opponents are qulte often rtght 

'T'Iie Poppt'r appro;icll constltrrtes a programme for pr;~cttcal ,ind 
rational Irnprovemc.nt, and the usual-\io_rd for that in pol t t~cs 1s 
'reform' so it IS a /methodologl of reform /But  ~t lea\-es open the 
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question of how quick or slow reform should be, the even more 
important question of how radical it should be, and the most 
important question of all, namely what it should consist of. This  
makes it an approach that can be adopted by anyone on the politi- 
cal spectrum between those who want no change at all and those 
who want revolution. What this means in practice is that it can be 
adopted by anyone committed to democratic politics: so it is also --- -- -.----- . .. 

what you might call a bethodolqgv for.d_l._mocrac>:.lIt so happens 
that the youngish Karl Popper who wrote The Open Society and Its 
Enemies in the late 1930s and early 1940s had always been left of 
centre, and throughout the whole of his adult life up to that point a 
strongly, emotionalfy committed social democrat. Rut like so many 
people he moved to  the right in middle age, and by the time of his 
death would have been accounted a conservative by most people- 
though to the end of his days he continued to regard himself as a 
liberal in the classic sense of the word, meaning someone who puts 
individual liberty first among the political valucs. b l y  point i s  that 
his basic approach is one that can be adopted by anyone commit- 
ted to democratic politics, from the extreme democratic left to the 
extreme democratic right, which indeed was the gamut that 
Popper himself passed through. 

Having said that, though, the point has to be made that the 
Popperian approach sits most comfortably with a left-of-centre 
position, the sort of position Popper himself occupied when he 
produced it. This  is because it gives rise naturally to a radical atti- 
tude towards institutions. I t  is not only policies that have to be 
seen as attempts to solve problems: institutions do ton. A country's 
education svsteni is its solution to the problem of how to educate 
its young; its armed forces are its solution to the problem of how to 
defend itself; its health services are the its solution to the problem 
of what public provision to make for those of its citizens who need 
medical help; and so on and so forth. Just as in the case o f  policies, 
an institution that is not a solution to anv problem is superf~uous- 
indeed, it  is that condition that renders institutions obsolete. And 
because an institution is a practical solution to a problem, so long 
as it has a real function it is capable of being more effective or less, 
more satisfactory o r  less, more comprehensive or  less, more expen- 
sive or less, more popular or less, and so on. T h e  Popperian 
approach involves subjecting institutions to a permanently critical 
e tduat ion in order to monitor how well they are solving the prob- 
lems thry exist to solve-and involves moreover a permanent will- 
ingness to change thern in the light of changing .requirements. I 
have always taken the famous dictum of Jesus of Nazareth "The 
Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sa t~ba th '  to mean 
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~ . . . .. 

~thatlwe should bend institutions to fit . human 1)eings] not human ~- ~ 

beings to fit institutions; but this 1s at odds, I do  believe. with 
some of the basic attitudes common to political conservatism, 
which include a reverence for institutions as such, a deep-seated 
unwillingness to change them, and a readiness rather to  let their 
requirements override personal considerations. There  is no logical 
incompatibility, but there is, I think, a certain psychological 
uncomfortahleness in combining a Popperian approach to the 
requirements of institutional change with a typically conservative 
emotional attachment to existing institutions. T h e  only kind of 
conser\:ative with whom the two can sit comfortably together are 
those of the radical right, pc~liticians like Margaret Thatcher ,  
whose approach to traditional imtitutions was in fact highly clis- 
ruptive. 

T h e  pet:manent monitoring of institutions to see if they arc zt 
perform in^ as required, and the permanent monitoring of the 
irnpIen~cnt:~tionof policies t o  see i f '  they are having undesirable 
consequences, are activities-and reflect a cast of mind-that come 

. -.-~ -much more readily to radicals,~ of left and right, than they do  to. 

traditional c o n s e r v a t ~ ~ . l T h ~ ~~ ... also run counter to the-hay  people 
working in institutions, especially those with authority, tend nor- 
tnally to behave. T h e  normal tendency is to cover up  organization- 
al and administrative failures as much as possible, and to resist fac- 
ing even to oneself the fact that one's activities are not having the 
desired effects. T h e  Popperian approach, which requires one 
actively to seek out failures and shortcomings and do  something 
about them, calls for a degree of intellectual honesty from politi- 
cians anti administrators, as it does from scientists, that does not 
come to thern at all easily, and constitutes a disconcerting personal 
challenge. IVhat provides the incentive to meet this challengr is 
the higher success rate that results from doing so. 

In  fact a thoroughgoingly problem-solving approach has m a n }  
practical advantages, perhaps even more in politics than in science. 
It  is far easier to get agreement on problems than on solutions, and 
a government that starts from the problem-let us say, to take a 
small but emotive example, the problem of what to do  about the 
number of homeless people sleeping rough on the streets of 
London-and then shows itself open to alternative possible solu- 
tions will probably have not only a higher degree of practical suc- 
cess than one that starts with the answer, in other words a policy; 
it will also enjoy more support and goodwill, even from those who 
(Jisagree with what it eventually does. In a democracy a great deal 
of electoral advantage is to be had from a problem-solving 
appl-oach, Ixcause people will feel that they have been brought in. 



Bryan hlagee 

And of course, if I may be forgiven for stating the obvious, a 
problem-solving approach directs one's attention to problems, and 
makes doing something about them the first priority. It protects 
one from being seduced into trying to build Utopia; and yet i t  does 
not easil? allow one to relapse into complacency or inactivity. 
One's energies are channelled not into constructing ideal models 
1wt into removing mroidable evils. Popper encapsulates the first 
rule of thumb he recommends for public policy in the words 
'Minimize a\.oidable suffering.' Psychologically it is a different 
approach from that of crusading for ideals, to which so many 
political activists are dedicated: it is more practical, and nearly 
alwavs more fruitful. In any case the two are not necessar~ily 
incompatible. I am not opposed to idealists as such, but I do 
regard them \i.ith the gravest of suspicion. I t  is a fact that social 
mils have been perpetrated by idealists in our century on a simply 
stupendous scale that includes the deliberate murder of tens of 
rnillions of men and women and the herding of tcns of millions 
more into forced labour camps (I am thinking not only of the 
Soviet IJnion but also of China, where the numbers involved may 
have been greater). These things could not possibly have been 
done by people who had adopted 'Minimize avoidable suffering' as 
their guiding principle. But they were done by idealists, and con- 
doned all over the world by other idealists, more often than not 
with a sense of moral self-righteousness accompanied by savage 
denunciations of anyone who criticized what they were defending. 

A point Popper makes which I stress more than he does is the 
r~n:~\.oidabilityof unintended consequences. I stress them because 
t h t y  often dominate practical politics-as they soon came to do in 
all communist societies, for example. An awareness of them also 
immunizes us against enthusiasm for any form o f  centralization, 
especially centralized planning. T o  anyone engaged in practical 
affairs, business as well as politics, they are of never-ceasing 
importance. Only on someone divorcted from reality can they fail 
to impinge. 

I'olitiral lessons to be learnt from Popper are not confined t o  the 
problem-solving approach and its method. He has certait~ large- 
scale perceptions about politics that seem to me right and impor- 
t i~ntalthough unfashionable. For instance, lie perceives clearly that 
the societies in w h ~ c h  we in the \Vest are living in the 1900s are by 
all real (as against ideal) standards-that is to say by all the stan- 
dards of past experience-exceptionally rion-violent, as is the 
international scene as a whole. He also s6es that for the great 
majority o f  men and women in the democratic MTest life is better 
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now than it has ever been before, not only materially but  in the 
most important non-material ways, for example health, education, 
and cultural opportunity. He  therefore sees clearly that the cultur- 
al pessimism so fashionable today, when intellectuals and artists 
are saying on all sides that we live in a uniquely terrible and vio- 
lent time, presents more or less the opposite of the truth. I suspect 
that the illusion it represents has been brought about partially by 
the collapse of the historicist, progressivist illusions that were held 
earlier in the century by a great many of the same people, and to 
which Popper was equally opposed. On the face of it, it is peculiar 
that so many individuals who for decades believed with a kind df 
religious intensity that evervthing was getting better are now 
equally certain that everything is getting worse. But both attitudes 
are holistic and uncritical, and meet what seem to me primarily 
religious emotional needs. T h e  fact is that the  liberal democracies 
of the W t ~ t  are the only large societies in the whole of human his- 
tory in which the great majority of the people have enjoyed not 
only material prosperity and literacy but also what have come to be 
known as frindamental human rights. This  is a very recent histori- 
cal phenomenon, and it is a wonderful thing. Even so, there is no 
contradiction at all between seeing this clearly for what it is and at 
the same time trying to improve these societies, and for that pur-  
pose adopting a radical and essentially critical stance in their polit- 
ical and social affairs. It happens to be the position I myself have 
always occupied, independently of Popper, and it is what first 
drew me to his work, before I knew anything about his epistemol- 
ogy or his philosophy of science. 

Another overall perception of Popper's which I share is that 
equality of  outcomes is not a desirable social goal. It took me a 
long time to learn this lesson, and when I did it was not from 
Popper but from my poor constituents in East London. They  were 
almost entirely without social envy, which I came through them to 
realize is a largely middle class phenomenon anyway. They  wanted 
a better deal for themselves-better wages, better houses, better 
schools for their children, and so on-hut had no desire to pull 
down anyone who was better off. On the contrary, they actively 
rejected any such attitude; it ran counter to some of their most 
basic aspirations, more often for their children than for them- 
selves. And they saw it as incompatible with elementary personal 
freedom. They were right in this. And it was also Popper's view. 
He once said that if a form of socialism could have been discovered 
which was compatible with personal freedom he would still be a 
socialist. 

Another general attitude 0t'Popper's that I loudly applaud in his 
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hostility to the tyranny of fashion in all its forms-the idea that we 
have to do certain things, or do things in certain ways, because 
these are the 1990s, and that we really have no choice, in that any- 
thing else is contrary to the spirit of the times, and therefore inap- 
propriate, perhaps even inauthentic. This error is at its most pre- 
dominant and destructive in the world o f t h e  arts, but it operates 
in politics too. In Britain after 'World War Two we had years of 
uncritical commitment to Keynesian economic management fol- 
lowed by uncritical commitment to monetarism; we had an uncrit- 
ical belief in nationalization followed by an uncritical belief in pri- 
vatization. Town planners guided by what they took to be the spirit 
of the times devastated the centres of many of Britain's most beau- 
tiful towns during the 1960s and 1970s, and corralled the poor of 
the inner cities into tower blocks. Anyone who opposed these 
developments at the time was denounced as conservative or reac- 
tionary, fuddy-duddy, out of date. Popper has always believed in 
either fighting or ignoring such tides of opinion. He sees them as 
forms of what another kind of philosopher would call 'false con- 
sciousness', and as ways of evading responsibility for our own 
decisions and our own actions. Insofar as we go along with them 
we are enemies of our own freedom. We can do ulhatez~erwe can 
do, and it  is up to us to do the best: we can. 

One of Popper's specific proposals that I ~ h i n khas great merit is 
that it should be accepted internationally as a fundamental princi- 
ple that no existing frontier is to be changed except by peaceful 
negotiation. The point here is that nearly all the national frontiers 
in the world were established by force, usually either imposed on 
the vanquished by the victors in war or imposed on colonized peo- 
ples by imperialist powers; therefore if the fact that a frontier has 
been imposed without the consent of one of the parties is to be  
accepted as an excuse for that party to use violence to get it 
changed there would he justified wars breaking out all over the 
world all the time, several on each continent. This cannot be 
acceptable to the international community now. Existing frontiers, 
constituting as they do  actually existing political reality, must be 
regarded hy the United Nations as operative no matter how they 
were arrived at, and must be guaranteed by whatever international 
peace-keeping fi~rces there are, unless a majority of those whose 
frontiers they are wish t o  change them by peaceful means. 

Lip to this point I have been endorsing Popper's approach arid 
commending i t  to you. And the truth is I do believe it provides 
workmg politic~ans with rules of thumb of the utmost usefulness. 
Uut it does have, inevitably, limitations and shortcomings. The  

What Use is Popper to a Politician? 

chief limitation is that, being a methodology, it is almost entirely 
about method and not about content. T h e  most pressing question 
facing the individuals who have to take important decisions is 
nearly always 'What should we do now?' Everyone else can stand 
back from thar question and then criticize the way things are done, 
but the decision-makers themselves cannot. Only rarely does the 
Popperian approach help them towards an answer. This  fact has 
recently come to the fore in the former communist countries of 
Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. T o  an extent rare in history 
they have found themselves with opportunities to: build a new 
society that is radically different from the one they had before. 
Popper's philosophy offers them first-rate guidance about  how to 
do things, but very little about"what"to do. What kind of local gov- 
ernment, if any, do they want: at what level, how constituted, and 
with what powers? What kind of education system do they want, 
what sort of schools, how organized, by whom, teaching what? 
How much welfare state do  they want, and in what areas-and 
how much can they actually afford: how is it to be administered, 
how funded? It is questions like these that constitute most of the 
content of large-scale practical politics. 

In any case, most politics is not large-scale. When I became a 
Member of Parliament and began spending my days in the House 
of Commons among hundreds of other MPs, 1 was struck by the 
fact that, among themselves, they scarcely ever discussed the sort 
of political or social questions thrashed out in pubs and debating 
societies, like are we in favour of the return of the death penalty, or 
censorship, or nationalization. The  questions that held them in 
thrall were much more like: 'If we raise the widow's pension by 
half a percentage point where are we going to find those extra mil- 
lions of pounds?' They would have differing views about such 
questions, and would argue heatedly, but these mostly were the 
sorts of questions they would be arguing about. And it is 
inevitable that these are the sorts of questions that day-to-day gov- 
ernment has to concern itself with. It is seldom that Popper's work 
offers much guidance with them. 

This in itself is not a criticism of Popper, because he is not talk- 
ing to us on that level. From a philosopher a politician must expect 
strategic, not pragmatic, guidance. What I am drawing attention to 
is not a shortcoming but a limitation. It  is, however, one that prac- 
tical politicians are likely to be a lot more conscious of than other 
people. 

Practical politicians are only for a very small part of the time 
concerned with putting principles into practice. Most of the time 
they are struggling to make the best they can of difficult, messy 



Bryan Magee 

a11c1 uncontrollable situations. I will give you an example of this 
that involves a conflict between me and Popper personally. I have 
already mentionrd his conviction that the international community 
should Impose an iron refusal to allow existing frontiers to be 
changed by force, and have given his reasons for it. Well, when the 
military junta then governing Argentina invaded the Falklanci 
Islands, for which Britain was responsible in international law, and 
de facto war began, he telephoned me at the House of Commons in 
great passion, wanting me to urge the British Government to 
declare war fortnally on Argentina. I refused. What I said to him 
went roughly as follows. ' I  agree that the Argentinians absolutely 
must be made to leave, by negotiation if possible but by force if  
necessarv. And I will vote for the use of force if there is no other 
wav. But I want to get them out with the minimum possible harm 
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to rveryone concerned, and I see this as a damage-limitation exer- 
cisr. 'I'here happens to be a sizeable British community living per- 
manently in Argentina that consists of tens of thousands of fami- 
lies, manv of whom have been there since the nineteenth century. 
Thev ha& their own schools and other institutions, as well as their 
own homes. businesses and professional practices. I f  we declare 
was on Argentina, the Argentinian government may well intern 
them and confiscate their assets. Their whole world will be 
destroyed, and in many cases their individual lives will be ruined. 
I believe we can get the Argentinians out of the Falkland Islands 
without that happening-though only if we don't declare war.' 

Popper, always willing to sacrifice himself to a principle, was 
n4lling to sacrifice others too, and would no t  agree with me. Not 
only did he continue to telephone me angrily throughout the 
Falklands war, always urging the same course of action on me; he 
continued to bring the subject up with me for the rest of his life, 
always maintaining that he had been right. I am convinced to this 
day he was wrong-and not only because what I wanted to happen 
did in fact happen. I fully acknowledge that it might not have 
done. But I am convinced that we were right to try. I re-emphasize 
that I was always completely in agreement with Popper that in no 
circ:imstances should Argentina be allowed to get away with the 
forcihle annexation of the Falkland Islands. He and I differed only 
about how they were to be made to leave. But on this we differed 
profoundly. I t  was not the principle that was in dispute but the 
w a y  it should be put into practice. Popper wanted commitment to 
the principle to be publicly proclaimed in a formal act: I saw this 
as unnecessary to the actual implementation of the principle a n d  
almost bound to be seriously damaging. So I saw my own 
approach as essentially practical and his  as esse~tially theoretical-' 
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but far too theoretical, culpably so, too little concerned with the 
actual lives of individual men, women and children. And I have to 
p--

say, as an intellectual and academic myself, that I see this fault as 
all-pervading in the attitudes of intellectuals and academics to 
political and social matters, and as being an extremely serious, 
often debilitating fault. Also, having been a professional politician 
as weII, I find the sense of personal superiority to politicians so 
commonly expressed by intellectuals and academics unfounded 
and misplaced, self-deluding. 

This  story of a clash between a political philosopher and a pro- 
fessional politician illustrates a point of profoundest importance. I 
do not believe that there are many people who hold Popper and his 
work in higher regard than I do; and 1 knew him well personally. 
As a professional politician I made conscious use of his methodol- 
ogy, and found it of extraordinary practical usefulness and fruit- 
fulness. Yet any individual who, if only by his vote in an assembly, 
has to take responsibility for executive political decisions, is likely 
to find himself unable to put Popper's principles-or anybody 
else's principles, for that matter-into practice in a way that the 
originator of the principles would wholly approve of. This  is 
because practice has unavoidable and compelling exigencies which 
theory can never encompass, and which those who are solely theo- 
reticians seem only rarely to appreciate-and never fully to under- 
stand. But that would be a subject for a different paper. 


